Lipid treatment of inflammatory bowel disease.
The aetiology of inflammatory bowel disease remains unclear. Local mediators such as arachidonic acid metabolites and peptide mediators (cytokines) appear to contribute to the disease process. The successful administration of neutralizing antibodies against TNF-alpha has confirmed a pathophysiological role for this cytokine in Crohn's disease. Established therapy of inflammatory bowel disease with 5-aminosalicylic acid compounds has been shown to reduce local leukotriene B4 formation by inhibiting lipoxygenases. This therapeutic mechanism formed one rationale for examining the effect of n-3 fatty acids, which also inhibit leukotriene B4 formation, on the course of these diseases. In the first study, published in 1989, we found no beneficial effects of n-3 fatty acids in patients with Crohn's disease; however, there was clinical improvement, just falling short of significance, in patients with ulcerative colitis. Since then two uncontrolled and five controlled studies have further investigated the therapeutic effect of n-3 fatty acids in patients with ulcerative colitis. The size of the patient population in the controlled studies ranged from 10 to 96 patients in the largest study. Two of these studies showed a significant improvement in clinical activity and a steroid-sparing effect, respectively. Another study found only a trend towards improvement and one trial, which also included a treatment group receiving evening primrose oil, found no beneficial effect in the 16 patients receiving n-3 fatty acids. A large, 2 year trial of n-3 fatty acids in patients with ulcerative colitis off steroids, which was recently completed at the Universities of Munich and Mainz, showed a delay of the first episode of relapse, but no reduction in the cumulative relapse rate at 2 years. Controversial results have been published for Crohn's disease. A new enteric-coated formulation reportedly increased the proportion of patients in remission where as another trial using a conventional preparation found no significant effect.